
Piano Concerto No. 1 in E flat minor and Piano Concerto No. 2 in C sharp minor 
When Miriam Hyde arrived in London’s Royal College Of Music in 1932, she was only 19 years old. But 
she was no unskilled colonial, or a shrinking violet! She had already gained a Mus.Bac. from the Elder 
Conservatorium in Adelaide, and had completed the first movement of her first piano concerto in its 
original form, which is scored for two pianos; she completed the full orchestral version in 1933 in London, 
when it was suggested by her tutor. She had hopes of studying composition with Vaughan Williams, but 
instead became a student of Gordon Jacob (himself a former student of Vaughan Williams) and R.O. 
Morris. She studied piano with Howard Hadley and Arthur Benjamin. 
Her time at the Royal College, the first year of which was spent largely in finishing the first piano concerto, 
was responsible for a great deal of change in her music – not in its style, but more so in its increased 
sophistication of technique, its more assured handling of counterpoint, its increased gravitation towards a 
late Romantic approach to chromatic harmony, and its greater assuredness in the handling of larger 
forces. 
There are some similarities between the pieces it is true; both tend to establish keys but not to stay in 
them. It is standard practice for a new key to be established, only to have it almost immediately 
destabilised by an accidental. Both concertos are cast in a three movement, fast-slow-fast form, with the 
lyrical second giving way to dance-like third. In the late Romantic tradition, the melody and its 
developments are the prime source of interest and the driving forces in the progress of the work. Much of 
the dazzling technical work in the piano parts is over a held, or prolonged chord – again a typical 19th 
century technique. 
The differences are subtle, but show that Hyde was bent on making the most out of her time in London, 
and was able to adopt and adapt to the new experiences convincingly. They also show the different 
musical worlds of Adelaide and London at this time, as a close reading of these scores is able to illuminate 
the musical life of both cities in the time between the wars. 
The first concerto has a much smaller orchestra; double winds, two horns and two trumpets, and no 
percussion. The second concerto is much more substantial; a piccolo added to the two flutes, four horns, 
trombones, and bass trombone, are the main differences in scoring (there’s still no percussion). These add 
a great deal of dynamic and colour possibilities to the orchestra. Yet the orchestration is deftly handled in 
the second concerto, and the piano is never obliterated.  
Both concertos were performed in London, with Hyde as soloist, only a couple of years apart. The first 
concerto was conducted by Leslie Heward, and the second by Constant Lambert in 1935, who was only 
eight years Hyde’s senior. He was a young man who seemed destined to a fine career. His early death, in 
1951, of pneumonia and complications from diabetes caused by acute alcoholism, was a tragedy, and it is 
tantalising and frustrating to think about the potential for a lifetime of collaborations between them. Hyde 
performed the Beethoven Piano Concerto No. 4 in the same year, conducted by Dr. (later Sir) Malcolm 
Sargent. In him Hyde did find a long artistic association and friendship. Sargent later conducted her 
second concerto with Hyde as soloist.  
The handling of the thematic and harmonic material is also far more assured in the second concerto; it is 
clear just how much she absorbed during her London years as the differences in orchestral forces and her 
developing skill as an orchestrator. 
Hyde was able to give a detailed analysis of the work in 1938; it was reproduced, sadly uncredited, by 
Gregory Spencer in the program notes to a performance of the second concerto on 24th September, 1938 
in Melbourne, conducted by Sargent.  
It is reprinted here, and incorporates the musical examples that Hyde used to illustrate her points, which 
Spencer’s notes omit : 
 
Allegro maestoso. The first movement opens with a vigorous subject announced confidently by the brass. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



This is taken up by the strings, and, after a diminuendo, the piano enters with an embellished version of 
the theme. A figure of descending octaves in three groups of fours quavers should be noted as it is to play 
a part in both the development and the coda. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The rhythm of the first subject continues fairly consistently against florid passages for the piano, 
until a rallentando leads to the second subject, a lyrical oboe solo in E, accompanied by the strings. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
This is soon repeated by the flute in A major, leading to an exalted passage in D flat, in which the 
orchestra and piano imitate each other almost in canon. The development is chiefly concerned with the 
first subject, the piano descending brilliantly against the upward rushes of strings and woodwind. There is 
no recapitulation of the first theme in its original key, but the solo instrument enters quietly with the oboe 
subject, in E flat, so much higher as to sound almost ethereal; then, as it is transferred to the cellos, the 
piano has some decorative accompanying passages leading to the cadenza and a short coda. 
 
Andante tranquillo. The Slow movement, which begins in A and ends in E, may be said to evolve from the 
first bars of the piano, which plays a more melodic role than in the “Allegro maestoso”. A modulation to D 
flat, when the violins soar high against a piano accompaniment, provides an unintentional point of unity 
with the first movement, both in key and in character. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

There are moments of agitation but, on the whole, peace and reconciliation triumph. A suggestion of bells 
may be heard at times, descending in the piano. 

 
The Allegro con brio, mostly in 12/8 time (and in C# minor again) is in the form of a theme and variations, 
interspersed with episodal matter and a second theme in E major, heard on two clarinets. This is lighter in 
texture than the clearly-defined rollicking first subject with which it is heard simultaneously during a short 
orchestral interlude. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Even the main episode, “meno mosso”, has rhythmic affinity with the main theme, which appears 
unmistakably again in an “andante” section beneath a quiet rustling of semiquavers in the treble of the 
piano. This semiquaver embroidery gathers force and leads into a further vital transformation of the theme, 
again in C# minor. 
 
 With the more square rhythm of common time, a martial atmosphere prevails until after the piano 
cadenza, when the theme is less obviously presented in flowing, romantic passages in E major, recalling 
the mood of the slow movement. As these subside, the orchestra announces the theme low in the bass, 
suggesting that the work is approaching its denouement. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
The Coda combines a variation of the second theme with martial scraps of the first, the final change  
to D flat major giving  - I venture to think – grandeur and exhilaration to the last few pages. 

 
            

                M.H 
 

Hyde’s far more sophisticated handling of repeated material in the second concerto is a good example of 
her developing confidence and absorbing of new techniques. Whereas the first concerto has a number of 
literal repeats and some traditional, even formulaic, approaches to “escaping” from a cycle of repeating or 
sequential material, the second employs a wider variety of techniques to move on, including a variety of 
endings to repeated material, some of which are incorporated or transformed into further repeats. 
Harmonically, the second concerto employs a much wider palette. The first concerto becomes pre-
occupied with the possibilities of the augmented chord, and its uses in modulation technique. There is a 
concern with establishing tonality fairly solidly before adding chromaticisms. The second concerto rarely 
allows tonality to gain a proper foothold, particularly in the development sections. Accidentals appear very 
quickly in the thematic material, creating a more unstable harmonic world than that occupied by the first 
concerto. 
Another difference between the two concertos that can be put down to her London training was the 
development in her contrapuntal writing. The counterpoint (simply put, “the interplay between individual 
musical lines”) is far more complex in the second concerto, with imitative and non-imitative lines playing off 
against one another in a very assured fashion. Her techniques in this regard are more advanced than even 
just a couple of years earlier. Her teachers, particularly Gordon Jacob, were fine practitioners of 
contrapuntal writing in their own work. Jacob’s concerto for Oboe and String Orchestra (1934) is a good 
example of his approach to counterpoint and harmonic instability, in a modal environment. The influence of 
the thought processes behind this music are evident in Hyde’s second concerto.  
Gregory Spencer likens the concertos to Rachmaninoff in their harmonic world, but Hyde has a far firmer 
grasp of form than the Russian composer. She is, if anything, a classicist who employs a wide-ranging 
chromatic (although still tonal) harmonic vocabulary. Hyde’s melodic gift is classical in its approach to 
form, but romantic in its approach to interval content and harmonic language, particularly in the second 
concerto. For some this would be a difficult position to hold, but her innate melodic gift was matched by a 
thorough training in Adelaide and, even more so, in London, as well as a strong practical streak to her 
nature that was integral to her success as a musician.  
Her time in London introduced her to the European music of the day, which was predominated by the late 
romantics rather than the expressionists of the second Viennese school. Had her training been ten years 
later, it is possible that her music would have been quite different. However, the time period 
notwithstanding, her musical output between the beginning and end of her relatively short stay in London 
is different enough to witness the product of close study, hard work, and an artist who was clearly using 
her time to absorb the culture and techniques of a major musical centre.      
 
Notes by Dr Houston Dunleavy 
 


